
By ReBecca WinzenRied 

TwenTy years and CounTing

BACKSTORy

The Philharmonic’s School Partnership Program, which has 
helped revitalize music education in its hometown for two 
decades, is continuing to inspire as well as inform.

I t’s just after lunch at P.S. 11 in Brooklyn 
and the decibel level in the auditorium 
is reaching the upper limits as refueled 

third, fourth, and fifth graders gather for a 
concert by New York Philharmonic Teach-
ing Artists. The assembled students, who 
are all taking part in the Orchestra’s School 
Partnership Program (SPP), quiet down as 
members of the brass quintet are intro-
duced, only to erupt again in a roar of rec-
ognition as one of the musicians asks, “Does 
anybody know Miss Erin?”
 Of course they all do. Violist Erin Wight 

is their Teaching Artist — the person who 
spends focused time with them and their 
classroom teachers throughout the year. 
She introduces musical concepts such as the 
variations being demonstrated in this par-
ticular In-School Concert, through the 
theme from Britten’s Young Person’s Guide 
to the Orchestra. They’ll also hear the work 
performed by the full New York Philhar-
monic during the annual School Day Con-
certs at Avery Fisher Hall (January 28–30), 
but that detail isn’t mentioned at this point. 
The SPP today, as it has always been, is not 
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Philharmonic Teaching artist erin wight at P.s. 11 in Brooklyn in May 2013
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based on a didactic “here’s the music we’ll 
be hearing at the concert” approach; in-
stead, it is an interactive experience that en-
courages children to explore in hands-on 
ways — playing the recorder, working on 
improvisations,  composing their own 
pieces — regardless of their level of musical 
experience. Along the way they’ll get to 
know the New York Philharmonic and 
develop their own relationship with music. 
 That was a rather radical idea 20 years 
ago, when the SPP was founded. At a time 
when music education was on the verge of 
extinction in New York City schools, the 
Philharmonic offered a new way to build 
on its long tradition of Young People’s 
Concerts and the passion for learning em-
bodied by Leonard Bernstein. Sporadic 
classroom visits by music educators and 
one-size-fits-all presentations would give 
way to an immersive, multiyear curriculum 
with the flexibility to adapt to the needs of 
individual schools. “We wanted to build a 
relationship, not just a program,” says Polly 
Kahn, who was the Orchestra’s Director of 
Education when the SPP was founded in 
1994 and is now vice president of leadership 

and learning at the League of American Or-
chestras. From a small-scale beginning, with 
schools in Manhattan, the program now in-
volves 4,500 students and 200 teachers in 
17 schools across all five boroughs. (A sec-
ond Staten Island location, P.S. 78, became 
the newest partner just this fall.)
 A core principle was to build a faculty 
of teaching artists who were deeply com-
mitted to their schools. The 21 Philhar-
monic Teaching Artists who make up the 
SPP faculty are each assigned to one or 
more schools, where they work in tandem 
with classroom and music teachers to per-
sonalize activities for different groups of 
students. During the school year musical ex-
amples may be woven into various subjects. 
For example, the 2013 School Day Con-
certs, which focused on Rimsky-Korsakov’s 
Scheherazade, provided an opportunity to 
study the historical connections and cul-
tures that inspired the work. Seemingly 
music-specific activities, such as composi-
tion, help students investigate the writing 
process — how to recognize a potential 
idea, develop a theme, make critical deci-
sions — and to learn to express ideas, just as 

BACKSTORy

From left: Teaching artist 
erin wight instructing an sPP 

student on the recorder;
a school day Concert, 

on May 23, 2013, on which 
Case scaglione conducted 

works by Very young 
Composers
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poets and writers have been credited with 
doing through the ages. 
 Philharmonic SPP Manager Megan 
Lemley points out that the activities can 
provide an important creative outlet for 
students, who otherwise have so much of 
their school day focused on core subjects 
that can be evaluated through standardized 
tests. “This is a chance for them to really let 
their creative juices flow,” she says. Teach-
ing Artist Paul Murphy, who crafted the 
script for the brass ensemble In-School 
Concert along with fellow Teaching Artist 
Stephen Dunn, says that he often learns 
new things about the music from students, 
who bring an entirely different focus to 
their listening. He points to the thoughtful, 
articulate responses to questions posed dur-
ing the P.S. 11 concert. The theme, as played 
by brass instruments, “sounds royal,” says 
one student, with another observing that 
“it seems to take a different level of con-
centration” to play a variation on the tuba 
rather than the trombone. 
 Over the years, the SPP has evolved to 
meet emerging needs of budding musi-
cians. Students from participating schools 

who demonstrate a real interest in writing 
music may go on to take part in the off-
shoot Very Young Composers program, 
and possibly even hear their own works 
performed by the Orchestra during the 
School Day Concerts. Meanwhile, former 
Teaching Artists have taken what they’ve 
learned about working in the classroom to 
locations across the country. Further, the 
Philharmonic has taken the ideas and 
methods of the SPP and Very Young 
Composers abroad, working with partners 
in Venezuela, Finland, England, Japan, and 
South Korea. 
 Twenty years on, three of the first 
schools to take part are still involved in SPP, 
while others have “graduated” out; music 
education had become paramount enough 
for them to seek out their own full-time 
music teachers. Theodore Wiprud, Phil-
harmonic Vice President of Education says: 
“That just shows the level of commitment 
to music education the school partnerships 
have helped them to recognize.”

rebecca winzenried is the Program and Publications 
editor at the new york Philharmonic.
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